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“. . . thoughts are some of the most disturbing things there are.” —Martha Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought
The title of my paper and the quotation by Martha 
Nussbaum from which it draws both invoke the 
double meaning of the word disturbing. In my title, 
disturbing functions simultaneously as an adjective 
that modifies the noun thoughts and as a verb that 
signifies a dismantling of those thoughts. The epigraph 
comes from Nussbaum’s discussion of compassion, 
which serves as the core theoretical concept that 
informs this essay. In an Australian context, discussions 
of compassion arguably circulate most overtly 
and publicly in relation to the Australian federal 
government’s position on asylum seekers. Over the 
past ten years, no issue has divided public opinion 
in Australia as much as the debate concerning 
the treatment of asylum seekers in Australia. Two 
picture books entitled The Island, one written and 
illustrated by Armin Greder and the other written 
by John Heffernan and illustrated by Peter Sheehan, 
engage with national issues concerning the arrival of 
immigrants, refugees, and asylum seekers while also 
functioning as allegories for any situation in which a 
community mistreats an outsider.
These two picture books call upon young readers 
to evaluate individual and group actions. Readers 
bear witness to unethical behaviour by a group that is 
offset by the compassionate actions of an individual. 
The books differ in the means by which they position 
readers to evaluate the actions of the communities 
and the dissenters while inviting a similar response: 
the acknowledgement that compassion is a necessary 
aspect of social justice and human (and creature) 
flourishing. In these narratives, readers both recognize 
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themselves and acknowledge others, leading to 
an understanding of how the ethical actions of an 
individual can challenge—or disturb—group  
belief systems.
This discussion of recognition draws upon the 
work of Rita Felski, who structures her book Uses 
of Literature around an analysis of four categories 
of textual engagement—recognition, enchantment, 
knowledge, and shock—in order to argue that these 
categories help critics understand how texts invite a 
range of emotional responses from readers. Felski’s 
definition of recognition is particularly useful for 
analyzing how Greder’s and Heffernan’s picture books 
position readers to respond compassionately:
Recognition . . . refers to a cognitive insight,  
a moment of knowing or knowing again.  
(That recognition is cognitive does not mean  
that it is purely cognitive, of course; moments 
of self-apprehension can trigger a spectrum of 
emotional reactions shading from delight to 
discomfort, from joy to chagrin.) When political 
theorists talk about recognition, however, they 
mean something else: not knowledge, but 
acknowledgment. Here the claim for recognition 
is a claim for acceptance, dignity and inclusion in 
public life. Its force is ethical rather than epistemic, 
a call for justice. . . . (29)
Building on both senses of recognition described 
here, Felski demonstrates how emotions and ethics 
inform analyses of literature through both thought 
processes and emotional engagement. What Felski 
identifies as “recognition”—a recognition of self and an 
acknowledgement of an other—relates to an important 
aspect of compassion: an acknowledgement of another 
person’s misfortune.
Felski’s work on and defence of recognition as a 
key literary and political term as well as her claim 
that the “force [of recognition] is ethical” can be 
usefully supplemented by Nussbaum’s treatise on the 
ethics of emotions more generally and on compassion 
specifically. Nussbaum outlines her argument about the 
importance of emotions in her essay “Compassion: The 
Basic Social Emotion,” an argument that she develops 
more fully in her book Upheavals of Thought: The 
Intelligence of Emotions. For Nussbaum, recognition 
is a crucial part of compassion, a concept that she 
connects to the acknowledgement of a similarity 
between a privileged self and a suffering other:
Equipped with her general conception of human 
flourishing, the spectator looks at a world in which 
people suffer hunger, disability, disease, slavery, 
through no fault of their own. She believes that 
goods such as food, health, citizenship, freedom, 
do matter. And yet she acknowledges, as well, 
that it is uncertain whether she herself will remain 
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among the safe and privileged ones to whom such 
goods are stably guaranteed. She acknowledges 
that the lot of the beggar might be (or become) her 
own. This leads her to turn her thoughts outward, 
asking about society’s general arrangement for 
the allocation of goods and resources. Given the 
uncertainty of life, she will be inclined, other things 
being equal, to want a society in which the lot of 
the worst off—of the poor, of people defeated in 
war, of women, of servants—is as good as it can 
be. Self-interest itself, via thought about shared 
vulnerabilities, promotes the selection of principles 
that raise society’s floor. (Upheavals 320–21)
In this passage, Nussbaum links a general concept 
of human flourishing to justice achieved through 
compassion, which begins with judgment or 
evaluation. These three terms—acknowledgement, 
evaluation, and flourishing—are key to my argument  
as I analyze how the two picture books position 
readers to recognize themselves and/or to acknowledge 
others; to evaluate the ethical and unethical actions  
of individuals and groups; and to judge whether  
or not these actions contribute to human and/or 
creature flourishing.
The more well known of these two picture books—
internationally as well as nationally—is the one by 
Greder, a highly regarded illustrator who has worked 
with the prolific Australian writer Libby Gleeson to 
produce a number of award-winning picture books. 
The Island is the first picture book both written and 
illustrated by Greder. Published originally as Die Insel 
in Germany in 2002, it was translated by Greder and 
published in Australia in 2007. “Teaching Suggestions” 
for how educators can use the book in the classroom 
and in conjunction with school curricula are included 
on the publisher’s website, as are eleven pages of 
reviews of the book by teachers that include ways that 
individuals have used the book in teaching situations. 
This paratextual information both anticipates that 
the book will be taught in classrooms and provides 
evidence that it is already taught in schools across all 
states in Australia.
Greder’s picture book relates the story of how “the 
people of the island” treat a man whose raft is washed 
ashore by “fate and ocean currents.” The first page 
establishes the man’s difference and isolation from the 
rest of the people. Naked and thin, he stands alone 
on an immense white page. The bulky, clothed men 
of the island hold pitchforks and rakes as they discuss 
whether or not to put him on his raft and push him 
back into the sea. The fisherman, who is never visually 
distinguished from the crowd, says, “If we send him 
back, it will be the death of him and I don’t want that 
on my conscience.” Throughout the rest of the story, 
the fisherman’s voice and reasoning weigh against the 
distrust and fear apparent in the majority of the people.
The islanders agree to let the man stay, but they 
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take him to a remote part of the island, lock him in an abandoned 
goat pen, and continue with their everyday lives. When the man 
appears in town one day, starving, he causes an uproar as the people 
declare that they cannot take care of just “anyone who comes our 
way.” Once again, the fisherman opposes the crowd’s opinion and 
argues that they must help him “now that he is among us.” He tries 
to convince the people to offer the man a job, but each person finds 
a reason not to hire him: the innkeeper says the man will pollute the 
food in the kitchen; the carpenter claims that the man will make ill-
constructed furniture; the carter thinks the man is not strong enough 
to haul heavy loads; and the priest believes that the man’s voice will 
“clash with the rest of the choir.” When the fisherman suggests that 
they look after the man together because he is their responsibility, 
the people throw the man some scraps, take him back to the goat 
pen, strengthen the gate, and guard him, so that he “would not 
disturb them.” This phrase introduces the notion of the stranger as a 
disturbing presence that disturbs the islanders’ thoughts. He becomes 
an absent presence, an embodiment of their fear of otherness.
The people’s fear grows and grows until they decide to put 
him back on his raft and push him out to sea. They then burn the 
fisherman’s boat as punishment for defending the man, build a wall 
around the island to keep foreigners out, and shoot all passing birds 
that might signal to other people that the island exists. The book ends 
with a two-page illustration of what appears to be the fisherman’s 
boat burning in the middle of a black, turbulent sea. While the fates 
of the stranger and the fisherman are not clear, the boat in flames 
serves literally as a floating signifier. The boat signifies the end of the 
fisherman’s livelihood as well as the death of not only the man on 
the raft but any other people—or creatures, including birds—who 
This phrase introduces 
the notion of the stranger 
as a disturbing presence 
that disturbs the islanders’ 
thoughts. He becomes 
an absent presence, an 
embodiment of their fear 
of otherness.
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are so unfortunate as to arrive on the island’s shores  
or even to enter the surrounding air or water space  
of the island.
Heffernan’s book also tells the story of how a 
community treats two outsiders, one who belongs to 
the community and one who arrives on the shores 
of the island. The two marginalized beings—a young 
boy who is called “a blind urchin” and an unnamed 
sea creature—demonstrate how individual action can 
potentially change the way a community functions or, 
to refer back to my title, can disturb a community’s 
thoughts. In this narrative, the boy tries to stop the 
group from imprisoning the creature and later rescues 
the creature from captivity. The text is focalized through 
the young boy, who is positioned as a liminal figure, 
part of the group but also marginalized from it. As with 
the fisherman in Greder’s picture book, the urchin is an 
inside-outsider who represents an alternative ontology 
to the group majority and who is connected to the sea 
rather than to the group, which is called “the tribe” in 
Heffernan’s text. 
The book establishes the urchin’s connection to the 
sea throughout the narrative, which can be divided 
into four sections with four illustrations in each. In 
every illustration, regardless of whether the boy is on 
the beach or in the city, he touches an aspect of the 
natural world. The first section establishes the boy’s 
alignment with his environment; the second section 
follows the boy’s and the creature’s establishment of 
a friendship through touch and play; the third section 
maps the community’s response to the creature, which 
moves from fear to happiness to control and captivity; 
and the fourth section charts the creature’s return to its 
sea home and the response of the community to this 
seeming loss.
Heffernan’s and Greder’s narratives are similar in 
that they both represent one inside member of the 
group acting against the majority. In each book, one 
individual’s compassion offers an alternative to the 
group’s hostile verbal response that accelerates into 
the harmful action of imprisoning the outsider. While 
the reasons for imprisonment are different—in Greder’s 
book the community captures the stranger out of fear 
and in Heffernan’s text they capture the creature out  
of a desire to maintain their own happiness—in  
both narratives the group’s actions stem from  
self-interest that does not take into account the 
outsider’s flourishing.
Heffernan’s and Greder’s texts belong to a larger 
group of picture books published in Australia between 
2003 and 2008 that represent the arrival and treatment 
of refugees and asylum seekers. These books include 
David Miller’s Refugees, Narelle Oliver’s Dancing the 
Boom Cha Cha Boogie, Jane Jolly’s Ali the Bold Heart, 
Shaun Tan’s The Arrival, Liz Lofthouse’s Ziba Came on 
a Boat, and John Marsden’s Home and Away. One of 
the teacher’s reviews of Greder’s The Island, published 
on the Allen and Unwin website to accompany the 
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more formal teaching suggestions, claims that the  
book was “not written with an Australian context 
in mind . . . [but] eerily depicts the xenophobic 
attitudes towards refugees and migrants that have 
been seen in recent years in this country” (Bristow). 
In fact, the situation is somewhat more complicated 
than this review suggests. Armin Greder was born in 
Switzerland, but he emigrated to Australia in 1971; 
clearly, then, he was writing in and out of an Australian 
context. Indeed, both Greder’s and Heffernan’s books 
were published in Australia, written and illustrated 
by people living in Australia, and either shortlisted or 
honoured by the Children’s Book Council of Australia. 
It appears, then, that Greder’s picture book may have 
been published first in Germany because there was 
no literary context in Australia for a political allegory 
such as The Island. In 2001 and 2002, when Greder 
presumably would have been looking for a publisher, 
only one recent picture book arguably could be read 
allegorically as a criticism of the Australian federal 
government’s position on unauthorized arrivals— Tan’s 
The Lost Thing. It is worth noting that, although The 
Lost Thing may be read in this way, it can be read in 
many other ways, as demonstrated by the numerous 
perspectives from which critics have analyzed the book 
(see Dudek, “Desiring Perception”; Dudek, “Dogboys”; 
Mallan; Rudd).
Most Australian books for children dealing with 
the treatment of refugees were seemingly published 
in response to the continued refusal of the Australian 
federal government to abide by the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, which became 
especially clear in relation to how the government 
responded to a series of asylum seeker arrivals that 
occurred in 2001. In her chapter “In the Wake of the 
Tampa: Multiculturalism, Cultural Citizenship and 
Australian Refugee Narratives,” Wenche Ommundsen 
argues that these arrivals left “an immediate imprint 
on the national psyche, shaking its sense of identity, 
bringing to the surface previously unacknowledged 
tensions and anxieties” (21). These tensions continue 
to this day. For instance, while I was writing this essay 
in November 2010, Australia’s Immigration Minister 
Chris Bowen confirmed that ten asylum seekers held in 
Australia’s Christmas Island detention centre had sewn 
their lips together in protest against the conditions of 
their detention. Yuko Narushima, who reported on 
this protest in the Sydney Morning Herald under the 
headline “Protests Mark Fresh Immigration Shame,” 
linked it to similar occurrences that happened during 
and that continue to be connected to former Prime 
Minister John Howard’s government, which was in 
power from 1996 to 2007.
Like other nations that have been shaped by 
immigration and by the presence of refugees and 
asylum seekers, Australia’s recent history includes 
many arrivals from war-torn countries. So-called “boat 
people” arrived after the Vietnam War, for instance, 
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and East Timorese people sought refuge in the late 
1990s. It was a series of events between August and 
October 2001, however, that still inform national and 
international opinions about Australia’s treatment of 
refugees and asylum seekers. On 26 August 2001, 
a Norwegian freighter, the MV Tampa, rescued 438 
refugees, mostly from Afghanistan, from a sinking 
Indonesian vessel, and travelled toward the nearest 
port, which was Australia’s Christmas Island. The 
Australian government refused to accept the asylum 
seekers onto Australian soil, and a standoff ensued 
between the captain of the ship and its owners on one 
side and the Australian Navy and government officials 
on the other. The dispute escalated into a diplomatic 
row that received widespread international attention 
and was resolved when Australia came up with the 
“Pacific Solution,” which involved sending some of 
the asylum seekers to New Zealand and detaining the 
rest on the small island state of Nauru for processing 
(Ommundsen 21–22). Six weeks later, on 7–8 October, 
another vessel carrying refugees seeking asylum in 
Australia arrived in Australian waters and, only eleven 
days after that arrival, on 19 October, 353 refugees 
aboard the SIEV X drowned in international waters off 
Indonesia patrolled by Australia.
It is the 7–8 October arrival that still haunts 
Australia. In what would later be known as the 
“children overboard” incident, the Australian 
government claimed that the refugees had thrown 
their children overboard—risking their children’s 
lives—in order to force the Australian Navy to rescue 
them. These claims were never substantiated and a 
political inquiry into the situation suggested that the 
claims were fabricated for Howard’s political gain. 
Under pressure to stop the so-called “boat people 
crisis,” Howard launched the re-election campaign 
of his government on 28 October 2001 with one of 
his most famous campaign slogans, declaring that 
“we will decide who comes to this country and the 
circumstances in which they come,” a statement 
reiterated by the current Opposition Leader Tony 
Abbott nine years later in March 2010 in his bid to 
bring Australia back to a Coalition government.
Howard’s slogan masks deeper issues about how 
asylum seekers will be treated once they do arrive and 
suggests a lack of compassion based on punishment for 
their means of arrival. Both Greder’s and Heffernan’s 
books respond to these punitive measures by appealing 
to the reader’s conscience. The fisherman in Greder’s 
book, for instance, says he does not want the man’s 
death on his conscience. Having a guilty conscience 
seems not to go far enough toward justice, however. 
As Nussbaum argues, “judgment that does not employ 
the intelligence of compassion in coming to grips with 
the significance of human suffering is . . . incomplete” 
(“Compassion” 49). The fisherman tries to reason with 
the islanders by drawing on their sense of collective 
responsibility for another human being, but their fear 
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for their safety, for the loss of their lifestyle, and for their economic 
security eventually outweighs any feelings of guilt or compassion. 
Indeed, the absence of the islanders’ compassion may be why they 
are unable to extend hospitality to the man.
Emotional responses are often seen as the opposite of rational 
thought, which is typically understood as the more sound approach 
to ethical action. Some political theorists and philosophers offer 
accounts of ethical thinking that include emotion, however. 
Nussbaum, for example, argues against a “simple opposition 
between emotion and reason . . . [that means] basing political 
judgment upon a force that is affective rather than cognitive, 
instinctual rather than concerned with judgment and thought . . . 
because compassion is a certain sort of reasoning” (“Compassion” 
28). This understanding of emotion—and specifically compassion—
as part of cognitive thought breaks down binaries that value logic 
and reason over emotion and feeling, without losing one or the 
other or one to the other. It also invites us as critics to consider 
representations of emotions in literature for children, beginning from 
the assumption that emotions are a part of ethical life rather than 
from the assumption that emotions are an aspect of childhood that 
needs to be outgrown in order for a child to become a mature adult.
Nussbaum’s definition of compassion draws upon and 
supplements Aristotelian definitions of pity, from which she moves 
away because she claims that pity has become aligned with 
superiority. For her, compassion has “three cognitive elements”: “the 
judgment of size (a serious, bad event has befallen someone); the 
judgment of nondesert (this person did not bring the suffering on 
himself or herself); and the eudaimonistic judgment (this person, or 
creature, is a significant element in my scheme of goals and projects, 
This understanding of 
emotion . . . .invites us 
as critics to consider 
representations of 
emotions in literature 
for children, beginning 
from the assumption that 
emotions are a part of 
ethical life. . . . 
Jeunesse: Young People, Texts, Cultures 3.2 (2011) 19Debra Dudek
an end whose good is to be promoted)” (Upheavals 
321). Nussbaum also claims that the judgment of 
similar possibilities may help form the eudaimonistic 
judgment. I alluded to this judgment of similar 
possibilities in my earlier discussion of recognition, 
but it is worth reiterating that this judgment 
connects both forms of recognition—knowledge and 
acknowledgement—because the observer must identify 
with the sufferer and must believe that it is possible for 
himself or herself to be in the position of the sufferer.
In Greder’s picture book, the first two cognitive 
elements of compassion—size and nondesert—are 
established on the first two double-spread pages. 
Nondesert occurs when the narrator says that “fate and 
ocean currents . . . washed his raft ashore.” In other 
words, the man suffers because fate and the ocean 
currents brought him to the island. The suggestion 
is that he did not set out to arrive on that particular 
island, and while readers do not know the conditions 
that led him to be on the raft, the fisherman verbalizes 
the severity—the size—of the man’s suffering on the 
next page when he uses his knowledge to clarify the 
man’s fate: “But the fisherman knew the sea. ‘If we 
send him back, it will be the death of him and I don’t 
want that on my conscience.’”
On this same page, the crowd interpellates the 
viewer as the stranger, as does the phrase “[t]he 
people stared at him.” Nine burly men fill the page 
and eight men look directly at the viewer, who in 
that instant receives the hostility of the group stare. 
The ninth man looks over his shoulder at the reader, 
and his broad back blocks the inclusion of any other 
person into the group. The man in the immediate 
foreground—who holds an upraised pitchfork in his 
hands—is represented in mid-stride, seemingly ready 
to step forward off the page into the world of the 
stranger and the reader, who is outside this scene and 
outside this page. In this scene, the reader is invited to 
form an eudaimonistic judgment about the stranger’s 
importance because he or she is the stranger, and 
because, as the fisherman says, he or she does not 
want the stranger’s death on his or her conscience.
Following the image of the men using their 
pitchforks to herd the stranger into a goat pen is a 
double-page spread that is one of the most important 
moments for positioning the child reader as a 
compassionate observer and for assisting in the reader 
reaching a eudaimonistic judgment (see fig. 1). The 
spread is divided into three horizontal sections. The 
first section, which is confined to the top portion of the 
left-hand page, is the following print text:
They took him to the uninhabited part of the island, 
to a goat pen that had been empty for a long time. 
They made him understand that he was to stay there 
and showed him where he could sleep on some 
straw.
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And then they locked the gate and went back to 
their business, and life on the island returned to 
what it had always been.
The second horizontal section contains four 
illustrations, two illustrations per page, which 
instantiate the final two clauses of that text. The 
illustrations draw on the style of graphic novels in 
which each frame can be read on its own and also 
sequentially as part of a chronological whole. A 
woman cooks and tastes soup in the first, serves it 
to a man in the second, washes dishes in the third, 
and serves beer to four boisterous men seated around 
a table in the fourth. The third horizontal section 
contains an unframed image of three boys mimicking 
the actions of the men on the previous page. On the 
left page, three boys hold sticks like pitchforks and 
march toward the right, extending their sticks toward a 
fourth young boy, who occupies the empty white space 
of the bottom third of the right page. This young boy 
cowers and hides his face from the menacing group.
While the boys mimic the actions of the men, 
they also demonstrate that it is not only those who 
are washed up on shore naked who are outsiders. 
One can appear to be part of a group and still be an 
outsider. This situation establishes a condition of similar 
possibility. In this case, the only visual difference 
between the group of children and the individual 
child is that each child in the group wears shoes and 
the individual child is barefoot, a characteristic that 
aligns him further with the figure of the naked stranger. 
The cowering boy becomes another referent for the 
“him” that is taken to the uninhabited part of the island 
in the first part of the verbal text. Furthermore, this 
recapitulation of the previous scene invites the implied 
reader onto the page. The child who is being tormented 
by the group covers his or her face, becoming available 
as a signifier of any child rather than a specific child.
While it is beyond the scope of this essay to 
undertake an extended gender analysis of Greder’s 
picture book, it is worth noting that the business of the 
island seems to be aligned along strict gender lines. The 
men occupy the public space; they are the speakers 
and the main actors in this tragedy. The women cook, 
wash dishes, and serve food and drink to the men. 
While not actively involved in the hands-on business of 
capturing and shunning the sufferer, the women of the 
island nevertheless are complicit, because they neither 
voice their opposition to the men’s treatment of the 
outsider nor act compassionately toward him. In the 
one scene in which a mother does speak, she casts the 
man as a monster who she claims will eat the child if 
he does not finish his soup.
In Greder’s book, readers bear witness to the 
hostile and cruel actions of a community whose 
members show little compassion toward a stranger 
who suffers in its midst. The one person who tries to 
act compassionately, the fisherman, is never shown 
Figure 1: From The Island by Armin Greder 
Text copyright © Armin Greder, 2007  
Illustrations copyright © Armin Greder, 2007  
First published as Die Insel by Sauerländer Verlag 2002  
Reproduced with permission of Allen & Unwin Pty Limited
Figure 2: From The Island by John Heffernan and Peter Sheehan  
Text copyright © John Heffernan, 2005  
Illustrations copyright © Peter Sheehan, 2005  
First published by Scholastic Australia Pty Limited 2005  
Reproduced with permission of Scholastic Australia Pty Limited
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opposing the community actively. The reader hears 
his voice but never sees him. This absent presence 
opens a space for the reader to occupy. The narrative 
demonstrates that the actions of the community cause 
suffering and that these acts of cruelty may extend to 
anyone who is different. The book’s final five double-
spread images illustrate an aggressive community that 
harms outsiders: in the first image, the people move 
from discussing the situation to going to the goat 
pen with pitchforks in hand; in the second, the final 
time the stranger appears on the page, ropes bind the 
stranger’s hands and arms as he is marched back to 
his raft; in the third, the mob of men push the unseen 
stranger with the pitchforks; in the fourth, a cormorant 
falls from the sky with an arrow piercing its body; and 
in the fifth, a boat burns in the middle of a sea. There 
is no evidence here of human flourishing. The reader 
is called upon to evaluate these hostile actions of the 
group and to judge the group’s actions as unethical.
Both Greder’s and Heffernan’s books refuse an easy 
happily-every-after ending, and instead they invite the 
reader to evaluate the community in which he or she 
lives. Greder’s ending represents a series of actions 
that leads to death and harm; Heffernan’s ambiguous 
ending shows the community primarily in a state of 
stasis and limbo because they have acted in ways 
that harm an outsider. In Greder’s narrative, readers 
understand the story from the perspective of the 
outsider—the naked stranger and the cowering child—
and are therefore called upon to act differently in their 
own lives, so that a condition of similar possibility is 
not a possibility. Heffernan’s tale, however, situates the 
reader alongside the activist, the inside-outsider, who 
is both part of the community and distinct from it. In 
Heffernan’s picture book, illustrated by Peter Sheehan, 
the adage “actions speak louder than words” holds: the 
blind urchin at the centre of the story demonstrates his 
compassion not through verbally trying to convince 
the tribe that their actions are harmful, but by literally 
opening his arms and metaphorically opening himself 
to the other.
From the beginning to the end of the book, the 
blind urchin is aligned through colour, texture, and 
gesture with the physical aspects of the island while 
the “hardworking tribe” stands rigidly in opposition to 
the flourishing natural environment. The homogeneous 
character of the community is made obvious by 
Sheehan’s rendering of the people of the tribe in black, 
white, and shades of grey, and by his setting them 
against a backdrop of a brilliant multicoloured natural 
island. The creature’s body matches the hues, textures, 
and excess of the island, which connects the creature 
to the landscape and separates the people from them 
both. While the tribe is represented in monotones 
and their houses are characterized by stilts and other 
vertical, smooth lines, the island and the creature are 
pictured in bold purple, green, and blue, with jagged 
and curled edges that resist containment and order. The 
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boy exists as a liminal figure, part of the community but separate 
from it. He shares some similarities to the islanders—for example, 
in the size and shape of his body—but he is always shown at 
a physical distance from them, which also implies ideological, 
ontological, and epistemological distances.
In the opening picture, readers come face to face with a 
foreboding wall of frowning faces, not dissimilar from the mob 
of men in Greder’s book, although physically less threatening. 
The tribe looks flat yet impenetrable, connected more to the slabs 
of grey concrete that flatten the green grass than to the verdant 
effusive island. The vertical lines of the tribe’s tunics direct the 
reader’s eye down from the stony faces of the tribe to the starfish 
that sits in the open hand of a young boy. His belonging to and 
alienation from the community is signified in multiple ways: 
he resembles the tribe in his skin tone and clothing, but he is 
separated from the other people by his unruly hair; he wears a 
striped tunic but he does not wear trousers; he lives on the island’s 
beach, not in a stilted house like everyone else; his lower status 
is literalized because the beach is physically at a lower level than 
the concrete city in which the tribe lives; and his blindness means 
that he relies on his other senses to move through the world and 
to approach and engage with an other. His characterization as an 
“urchin” signals his connection to the sea, even though he cannot 
see. His lack of sight means that his ways of knowing and being 
rely on feeling. Through touch, through feeling, he demonstrates a 
compassionate existence. The boy’s touch literalizes feeling as an 
entry point to compassion.
The ideology of being open to rather than fearful of the other 
is represented in a series of illustrations in which the blind urchin 
Through touch, through 
feeling, he demonstrates 
a compassionate 
existence. The boy’s 
touch literalizes feeling 
as an entry point to 
compassion.
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literally and metaphorically opens his arms to the 
environment and to the sea creature, aligned as it is 
with the natural environment. Unlike the members of 
the tribe, each of whom stands erect, militant in their 
prison-like garments, their bodies closed to the world, 
the boy opens his arms to his surroundings. Before 
the creature’s arrival, the smiling boy touches and 
plays in the midst of “swirling shells and time-worn 
pebbles, crinkled sponges, sculptured coral and the 
twisted limbs of driftwood.” The adjectives describe 
how each object changes, moves, and transforms, 
refusing to remain stagnant and solid like the corner 
of the sidewalk that juts over the cliff, a signifier of 
the society and its entrenched thoughts that exist 
just over the rise, just over the page. The image that 
accompanies this text is a close-up picture of the boy 
and his surroundings, and the point of view positions 
the reader at the same level as the boy, close enough 
to touch the sea’s flora and fauna. This image portrays 
the connectedness between the boy, the sea, and the 
reader by representing and inviting touch.
The representation of proximity and touch as an 
important precursor to compassion becomes more 
obvious when its opposite appears. For instance, when 
the boy enters the greyness of the city, the point of 
view puts the reader in the place of a distant spectator, 
hovering above the sidewalk, watching as five tribe 
members stride by the boy, who squats in the midst 
of shells and starfish and holds a piece of driftwood 
above his head. The shape of the driftwood resembles 
the sea creature, foreshadowing the boy’s connection 
to and acknowledgement of the creature. To use Felski’s 
terms, holding the driftwood signifies recognition in 
terms of both knowledge and acknowledgement. This 
image also highlights the community’s indifference to 
the boy’s attempts to contribute to the flourishing of 
the tribe. He does not beg or ask for their help; instead, 
he offers riches unconditionally to everyone, and the 
piece of driftwood symbolizes his generosity, even in 
the face of the potential hostility of the community.
Significantly, the boy’s initial contact with the 
sea creature is characterized through the notion of 
recognition as an absence of knowledge and the 
presence of acknowledgement. When the boy first 
hears the creature approach, the sound is “something 
he didn’t recognise.” Although the boy has no 
knowledge of the sound the creature makes, this 
absence of knowledge does not translate into fear of 
the unknown. Instead, the boy waits and listens and 
leans his body closer to the sound. When the creature 
rears out of the water, its immense bulk towers over 
the boy, and the boy reaches out his hand to stroke 
the creature’s lip and skin. This initial touch represents 
a physical acknowledgement and acceptance of the 
creature, and the next image shows the boy and the 
creature in the water, playing and laughing together.
This scene of the boy and the creature playing in 
the water parallels the earlier image in which the boy 
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is immersed in and opens his arms to his surroundings. 
These two illustrations use a close-up point of view 
to situate the reader and the boy on the same plane 
within the physical environment. In the second image, 
the creature’s body replaces the island’s landscape as 
the backdrop against which the boy plays. The boy 
himself is waist-deep in water, his arms flung wide 
in a gesture of glee and openness, and that openness 
extends to the creature and to the reader. As with its 
parallel illustration, this scene establishes the condition 
of similar possibility through the use of proximity and a 
close-up point of view.
The visual strategy of using the equivalent of a 
close-up shot to bring the reader into the scene with 
the boy and the creature contrasts with the use of 
the long shot used to depict the interactions of the 
tribe with the creature. The result is that the reader is 
distanced from the tribe. In other words, the visual 
distance between the reader and the characters 
represents an ideological distance. After the boy’s 
laughter draws the tribe into the water to laugh and 
play with the creature, their play again is represented 
in a long shot, from a perspective similar to the scene 
in the city when the boy stands on the sidewalk with 
the driftwood held aloft “for all to see.” In both images, 
the viewpoint locates the reader as a witness and 
not as a participant, aligning the reader with the boy, 
who also watches rather than participates in the tribe 
members’ play. He sits on the edge of the water, close 
to but not engaging with the rest of the tribe.
The boy’s refusal to participate in the actions of the 
tribe in this moment of play anticipates his opposition 
to their thoughts and actions more generally. 
The disturbing thoughts of the tribe, including its 
predilection toward order and containment, lead the 
people to a decision to capture the creature and to 
keep it in a small rectangular pool in the middle of the 
island. The boy’s ideological opposition to the tribe is 
represented most overtly when he attempts to stop the 
tribe from dragging the creature from the ocean and 
into the pool. He leans back on his heels, holding onto 
one of the creature’s whiskers as the tribe members 
pull on the creature’s tail. Like the mob of men in 
Greder’s book who bind the stranger with rope in order 
to ensure his submission, the tribe binds the creature 
with rope in order to drag it into the pool. In capturing 
the creature, the tribe members fail to recognize its 
subjectivity and difference—or to return to Nussbaum’s 
idea, as important as an end in its own right—and, 
instead, see it only as a means to their pleasure.
Contained in the small pool, the creature begins to 
die. As life drains from the creature, so colour seeps 
from its skin. The creature’s skin begins to resemble the 
greyish hue of the people of the tribe (see fig. 2). On 
the left side of the two-page illustration of this moment, 
the people laugh, jump, and climb on the creature 
with smiles on their faces, remaining indifferent to the 
creature’s diminishing health. On the right side of the 
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page in the foreground, the boy holds next to his cheek 
one of the creature’s tentacled extremities, which still 
contains the barest of colour. The text that accompanies 
this image states, “Only the urchin noticed [that it was 
changing before their eyes]. And he knew that the life 
of the creature was trickling away like sand through 
his fingers.” This scene demonstrates how the tribe 
members’ eyesight does not connect to knowledge. The 
urchin relies on feeling for knowledge and, through his 
touch, he acknowledges the creature’s suffering.
The narrative shows that the creature’s demise is not 
of its own making, thus establishing the compassionate 
elements of both size and nondesert. That the creature 
brings happiness, joy, and laughter to the island 
people demonstrates its value, and the tribe members 
recognize it as such. Self-interest without compassion, 
however, leads to suffering rather than flourishing. The 
proximity of the reader to the boy and therefore to the 
dying creature positions the reader to evaluate and 
to judge the creature’s suffering. When the boy sails 
away on the back of the creature toward an unknown 
horizon, the point of view situates the spectator/reader 
as participant, as the one left standing on the shore 
who bears witness to the departure toward a place that 
will allow the creature and the boy to thrive. Left on 
the shore, the reader occupies the space where the boy 
once stood: the responsibility for change, for thoughts 
to be disturbed, is transferred to the reader.
Both Greder’s and Heffernan’s stories of the island 
can fruitfully be analyzed in the context of Australian 
debates about the treatment of refugees, in part 
because the uneasy endings point to the uneasiness 
of the nation regarding the unfinished business of the 
appropriate treatment of refugees. As I edit this essay 
for publication, the debate about how the Australian 
government should treat asylum seekers resurfaces 
as front-page news. The 2 September 2011 Sydney 
Morning Herald announces, “Labor Split over Asylum” 
(Coorey); a smaller headline in red font directs people 
to a page-four article titled “The Bottom Line: It’s 
Australia’s Responsibility” (Marr); and beneath that 
smaller headline is a political cartoon that depicts 
Prime Minister Julia Gillard saying to Immigration 
Minister Chris Bowen, “Have they no compassion? 
Don’t they understand what it means to be desperate?” 
in response to the decision of the High Court to 
overturn Labor’s Malaysia Plan (Wilcox). Under the 
Malaysia Plan, Australia would have sent eight hundred 
asylum seekers to Malaysia in exchange for four 
thousand people already classified as refugees. The 
Australian High Court ruled the plan unlawful because 
Malaysia does not have a law that would guarantee the 
rights and welfare of asylum seekers.
The current discussion of treatment of asylum 
seekers in Australia draws upon the discourses of 
responsibility and compassion that are represented in 
Greder’s and Heffernan’s picture books. The political 
cartoon is especially apt because it relies on readers 
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to acknowledge the desperate circumstances that 
lead people to seek asylum and suggests that readers 
respond to these asylum seekers with compassion. 
That the cartoon represents Gillard asking for 
compassion from the High Court when she seemingly 
denies compassion to the people seeking asylum 
demonstrates the prevalence of these discourses of 
responsibility and compassion within Australia. While 
these two picture books do not use the terminology of 
compassion overtly, they arise out of a political climate 
in which politicians seem to respond too frequently 
without compassion. Picture books such as The Island 
have the potential to contribute to these debates by 
inviting readers to think and to respond differently 
to these issues. Both picture books emerge out of 
a specific political situation that still applies today 
and both books encourage an evaluation of suffering 
and flourishing more generally. By illustrating the 
cruelty of which groups of people are capable and the 
diminished society that a lack of compassion creates, 
these books encourage thought that disturbs the status 
quo. After all, to return to the epigraph from Nussbaum 
that opens this essay, “thoughts are some of the most 
disturbing things there are.”
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